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over Serrano's Piss Christ, a 60-by 40-inch cibachrome print of a wood and plastic crucifix submerged in the artist's urine. "absolute" assurance that "patently blasphemous" art will never again be funded. On 12 June, Representative Richard Armey (Republican-Texas) argued in the House that the issue was not about censorship or about freedom of speech. It was instead about money. He was quoted in the 14 June issue of the Washington Times: "We're not saying Serrano can't have bad taste and bad manners if he wants to. We just don't want to give him taxpayer money to be a tasteless boor." (Try as I might I cannot see how Serrano's "manners"-good or bad-enter into this at all.) On 13 June the Corcoran announced its decision to cancel the Mapplethorpe exhibition, scheduled to open on i July. On 18 June, Southern met with several members of the House and Senate to defend the N.E.A. and to try to protect its budget, frozen at $170 million since I98I and scheduled for review this term. Armey, who was present at this meeting, was quoted in the 20 June issue of the New York Times: "[I]fI go down on the floor with an amendment, and while the debate is going on, the Mapplethorpe catalogue is left in the leadership table for members to come by and look at, I win. I could devastate that budget by taking that thing to the floor. I could blow their budget out of the water." These kinds of statements, which were flowing freely after the Corcoran's decision, seemed to be exactly the kind of thing the museum was trying to avoid. But since the argument had already begun with Serrano, and the catalog from the Mapplethorpe show was readily available anyway, their decision did not suppress debate, it inflamed it. Orr-Cahall (who, not irrelevantly, was a former chair of the N.E.A.), emphatically asserted that the Corcoran's decision was not the result of censorship, but the perception remained that the museum was bowing to the worst kind of political pressure, was operating in bad faith, and chose cowardice and avoidance over belief in the quality of Mapplethorpe's work. None of the funds authorized to be appropriated pursuant to this Act may be used to promote, disseminate, or produce-(i) Obscene or indecent materials, including but not limited to depictions of sadomasochism, homoeroticism, the exploitation of children, or individuals engaged in sex acts;4 or (2) material which denigrates the objects or beliefs of the adherents of a particular religion or non-religion; or, (3) material which denigrates, debases or reviles a person, group, or class of citizens on the basis of race, creed, sex, handicap, age, or national origin.
TDR Comment
As Catharine Stimpson and Victor Brombert point out in a 9 August letter to the members of the Modern Language Association, "although Senator Helms aimed the amendment at the N.E.A., its provisions will apply to all agencies funded under the bill, including the N.E.H., the National Gallery of Art, the Institute for Museum Services, the Smithsonian Institution, and the Woodrow Wilson Center for Scholars" (I989).
A more modest proposal, one far less Swiftian, has been recommended by the House. They would only cut the budget by $45,000, largely due to the efforts of Representative Sidney Yates (Democrat-Illinois). Additionally, in a committee report, the House recommends that the director of the N.E.A. and the National Council on the Arts review all sub-grants, thus prohibiting the situation which allowed the Southeastern Center for Contemporary Arts to award federal money directly to Serrano. As of this writing, the Helms amendment is still under consideration and the budget of the N.E.A. remains uncertain. By the time this appears in print, a "solution" to this particular crisis will have been achieved. But the lesson in this for the New Right is that they have found a new arena in which to flex their muscles, and surely they will continue to protest so called "offensive" art. It is not sufficient for champions of "freedom of expression" in art to find protection in the First Amendment or to accuse the government of "censorship" if it bows to the pressures of the New Right.
Armey is right when he says the issue is about money. There are excellent positive reasons for a government to spend money on the arts, and to insist that the money be granted to promote diversity in the art world. By taking the mealy-mouthed approach that the government should fund the arts in order to avoid "censorship" misstates the connection between pubic funding and artistic production. It is essential that the art community make a much broader argument, an argument that insists that the health of art influences in a direct way the health and wealth of the nation. The art community must articulate the connection between vigorous artistic expression and the values of democracy. It must return again to some unfashionable but powerfully felt connections between artistic images and the moral imaginations of their viewers, and it must stress that every piece of art is part of an ongoing conversation with the history and future of the human imagination. Writing this I feel the righteous tone, the loud voice of The Preacher, the accents of The Citizen, the strategies of The Orator. There are problems with the hortatory mode, and I employ it now only to counter, or to imagine a way to counter, the bellows ofWildmon, Armey, Helms, Orr-Cahall.
II
The New Right has enormous faith in the link between art and the public imagination, much more than the art community itself seems to have. Vance, perhaps our best commentator on the intricate orchestrations of the New Right, ends her Art in America article with an impassioned call to the Left to formulate a response to the attacks of the New Right:
[T]he fundamentalist attack on art and images requires a broad and vigorous response that goes beyond appeals to free speech. Free expression is a necessary principle in these debates, because of the steady protection it offers to all images, but it cannot be the only one. To be effective and not defensive, the art community needs to employ its interpretive skills to unmask the modernized rhetoric con- I think, in the main, Vance is correct, but I would go further. Using interpretive skills and deconstructing the rhetoric of conservatives will continue to keep the art community on the defensive. The art world needs to face some tough questions-questions about its own plurality, inequities, and political contradictions. But it also needs to find the areas in which some consensus can be reached and respond from that position.
I. Individual artists need to consider carefully their own response to "offensive" images. In the Serrano and Mapplethorpe cases it is clear that the New Right is after (at least) the suppression of sexual difference and religious freedom. It is easy for most "leftist" artists (of which more later) to be against that kind of "censorship." (It is not literally censorship, but as all the unfunded artists know, it amounts to censorship.) It is useful to consider two more difficult cases than these. 
.] We may find Mary
Richardson admirable for acting courageously, engaging in a punishable act for a political cause she deemed worth fighting for, and attempting to destroy a work she believed stood for everything she, as a militant suffragist, detested, yet it is clear that she was also wrong. Wrong because her act was judged to be that of a vicious madwoman and did the suffrage cause little or no good; but more than that, wrong in that her ;ture assumes that if the cause of women's rights is right, then Velazquez's Venus is wrong" (Nochlin 1988:27).
Nochlin goes on to read Velizquez's painting "against the grain," and finds in it, if not a prototypical femin st painting, a canvas which has much of value to suggest about female sexuality and its perception. For critics, the best response to "offensive" art is good writing. A good reading of "offensive" art is as valuable, perhaps more valuable these days, than a praise piece on the "nonoffensive." By scrutinizing the difficult and the disturbing we find out how the "normative" worksand this is an increasingly useful thing to understand. 2. The art world must come to terms with the contradictions of its "leftist" image and the conservative structure of its own community, especially in terms of money. This bears directly on the structure of "public" funding with its inevitable hierarchies and politics. Critics as diverse in political orientation as Vance and Hilton Kramer assume that the "art world" is leftist (see Kramer 1989). "The left," according to Kramer, "can exert a tremendous influence on the cultural world and on the media, but the one thing they can't do is elect a president. That's because there is a real split between the common sense of the American voter and the privileged illusions of educated liberals" (in Beem I989:I7). Certainly the predominant voice and attitude of the New York art world is left-leaning-and yet the economic structure of that community makes Wall Street look like a socialist kibbutz. The economic and critical stratification of the art world must be confronted. With the prices of some contemporary art setting ever-dizzying records, the "unknown" artists' plight gets more and more desperate. Somewhere in this debate about public funding it is necessary to keep in mind that the majority of artists are not funded. Serrano's fellowship was one of ten chosen out of a pool of some five-hundred applicants (Vance I989:39).
It might be a good idea to investigate the possibility of a wide-scale credit union to augment the grant situation. Public funds have been increasingly rare, yet funding of some sort remains crucial. The credit union would solicit wealthy artists to donate a percentage, or a fraction of a percentage from the sale of their art.6 Loan requests would be made on the feasibility and value of the art work proposed, with preference given to the proposals of lesser-known artists. Repayment of the loan could either be in money-either the artist's own money or by the "sponsorship" of new donors she brings to the union. Or the loan could be "repaid" by completion of the proposed work with documentation of the process. The documentation would then belong to the credit union which would be entitled to sell it to a museum, library, or collector. This is not a proposal to eliminate federal funding. Our government should be giving generously to the arts. But this kind of "alternative funding source" would give the art community more control over their own economic livelihoods. The availability of money would not depend so heavily on the whims of our elected officials. Who can trust the government to ensure the vitality of art? Survival takes many forms, and this is a front I believe is worth pursuing. The New Right understands something crucial about the relationship between the image and public behavior. Art really does expand the imagination and release new forms of the possible. We must stop finding this truth embarrassing, retrograde, nostalgic. Sure, it sounds corny-but so does "I love you" and I wouldn't want to eliminate that from my imagination either. 4. Instead of always being on the defensive, the art world must demand that politicians put their cards on the table. IfJesse Helms can denounce "offensive" art and call Serrano "a jerk" on the floor of the Senate, he must also be able to define what "good" art is. I for one would love to hear Helms tell the nation why Michelangelo's David is magnificent, or why Manet's Olympia is glorious. We have allowed politicians merely to attack art; we must force them also to defend it. If they are the ones who will be legislating what art should be funded, they must be able to prove they know how to think about art. For if we could hear or read what they think the function of art is, rather than endless diatribes about what it is not, we might be able to gain some important insight into how the current controversy happened, and what we can do to fix it.
Update: December 1989
Congress eventually defeated Helms' amendment and in a compromise enacted legislation which prohibits the endowment from using funds to "promote, disseminate, or produce materials considered obscene, including sadomasochism, homoeroticism, the sexual exploitation of children, or individuals engaged in sex acts and which, when taken as a whole, do not have serious literary, artistic, political, or scientific value." While at first this seemed to be a victory, its punitive potential was made manifest in November. Artists Space, a nonprofit New York gallery, had received a $Io,ooo grant from the N.E.A. in May to help fund a $30,000 show entitled "Witnesses: Against Our Vanishing." Curated by Nan Goldin and featuring the work of 23 male and female, straight and gay, racially diverse contemporary artists, the show was designed to illustrate the impact of AIDS on the art community.
Susan Wyatt, the executive director of Artists Space, alertedJohn Frohnmayer, the new director of the N.E.A., about the show to forestall any punitive action and to put him on guard for an attack by Helms and his supporters. November and added documentation of the controversy. A series of press releases from Frohnmayer and Wyatt, and eloquent defenses of the show written by Goldin and several of the artists were pinned to the wall of the gallery. Additionally, downstairs "a wall of controversy" displayed copies of the press coverage and several letters from supporters and detractors. The catalog for the show contains a disclaimer from the N.E.A. Thus, part of "Witnesses" provided powerful testimony to the on-going and messy politics of looking at art.
It must be noted that a pernicious homophobia is operative in all of these debates. The artistic celebration and documentation of homosexuality which focused Mapplethorpe's lens and motivated the entire "Witnesses" exhibition is severely threatening to the New Right. Not only does this art make homosexuality, death, and anger visible, it admits that these experiences can be beautiful and worthy of artistic meditation. Framed as art, homosexuality audaciously enters the cultural landscape. The New Right wishes to obliterate homosexuality and will tolerate a public admission of it only as "the cause" of AIDS and death.These artists refuse that narrative and the ideologies which support it; and thus since the New Right continues to control the money, these artists are refused "public" funding. The argument about art funding then is actually an argument about sexualities and their expressions. The New Right wants to curtail these expressions, while these artists want to expand them. This is not an argument which is going to fade away in the current climate of frustration, paranoia, and anguish which both sides feel, for such different reasons, so intensely.
In the face of tragedy, a knee-jerk response is to look away. Those who have not had the luxury of looking away, and those who know too well the price of aversion, are determined to make us see. By insisting so emphatically that we not look away, Mapplethorpe and the artists of"Witnesses" insist that we acknowledge the visibility and power of homosexual love. That is precisely what some people would prefer never to see. It is no accident that it is art which alludes to or documents homosexuality that has become the catalyst for these debates. Homosexuality will be tolerated in this culture only to the degree that it remains invisible. Art, even in the post-Everything 'gos, still is married to vision and visibility. The cultural tension between aversion and tolerance of homosexuality is exploded in Mapplethorpe's art-not because of its "high status" or because of its expense-but for a seemingly more banal but actually more potent reason: it makes this tension visible and thereby forces us to acknowledge our hypocrisies. Thus, his art-and the art of those who would claim him as their mentor-is read as "accusatory" even when it is memorial and testimonial.
Finally, it is necessary to note another layer of the sexual politics operative here. The issues raised by these debates are, at bottom, issues about men's relationships with one another. And yet some of the most eloquent defenders of these artists are women-Ingrid Sischy, Grace Guleck, Karen Finley, Carol Vance, Nan Goldin, Susan Wyatt. While I cannot speak for the feelings or beliefs of the other women who have spent so much time writing and talking and thinking about these debates, I must admit that for me there is something odd about it. The invisibility protested by these artists is much the same invisibility I face as a woman in relation to contemporary representation and part of my defense of this art comes from my visceral experience of the sickening sense of erasure which dominant 14 TDR Comment culture executes so well. And yet I also know that the entry into "the visible" is still, fundamentally, easier for (white) men, than it is for women or people of color (straight or gay). Mapplethorpe's success as an artist is tied to his aesthetic as a white gay man. I believe that homophobia underlies these debates about funding but I also believe that misogyny and racism do as well. (It is not irrelevant to note that Serrano is black.) Gay men implicitly "feminize" all men which is why they arouse so much hatred. Lesbians are not as overtly hated because they are so locked out of the visible, so far from the minds of the N.E.A. and the New Right, that they are not acknowledged as a threat. The deaths of Latino drug addicts and Afro-American prostitutes are not likely to be memorialized in a show in downtown New York funded, however begrudgingly, by the N.E.A. Perhaps the saddest legacy of these funding debates is how limited and censored they are from the outset. We are still not really fighting about "the disenfranchised's" relation to visibility and power. We are rather arguing about the range of male sexuality we will acknowledge on the white walls of our still elite museums. Our faith is that by expanding the visible range of male sexuality we protect, we will expand the range and visibility of all sexuality. But that's quite a leap. And we must remember we haven't even started to measure it. here to make a similar point, I am deliberately constructing these cases in a speculative mode. I am not, however, unaware of the similar confusions raised by the relationship between pornography and feminism, to take just one among many possible examples. 6. Law students have recently started a similar kind of fund to enable lawyers who want to go into public law to be able to do so without suffering major losses in salary. Law students pledge a percentage of their salary over their first five years of practice in private law firms to a fund which will be used to supplement the income of their classmates who become public sector lawyers.
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